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PRACTICES , CHARACTERISTICS , AND TRENDS 
OF THE APPRENTICESHIP SYSTEM IN THE UNITED STATES 
FROM 1950 TO 1958 
I. Introduction 
1 
The form of apprenticeship system being used and needed 
to meet the demands of production conditions from 1950 to 1958 
was merely a modification of medieval apprenticeship. A 
definition of apprenticeship and a brief history of the 
development of apprenticeship are necessary to reveal these 
modifications. 
The chief characteristics of the apprenticeship system 
will be presented by showing the role of the educator, 
labor, and the employer in the apprentice system and des-
cribing the methods of co-operation among the three . 
The importance of intelligent supervision of all apprentice-
ships will be discussed in relationship to the three agencies 
mentioned above. 
A comparison of apprenticeship in the factory trades, 
the building trades, and the repair trades will give an 
over-all view of the apprenticeship system of this time. 
II . A Brief History of the Development of ApprenticeshiE 
An apprentice is one bound by a legal agreement to 
serve another for a certain time, with a view to learning 
an art or trade. An apprentice is one who is learning by 
practical experience under a skilled worker. For the purposes 
of training, an apprentice has recently been defined by 
The Federal Committee on Apprenticeship as' 
I 
a person at least sixteen years of age who is 
covered by a written agreement registered with 
a State Apprenticeship Council, providing for 
not less than four thousand hours of reasonably 
continuous employment for such persons, and for 
his participation in an approved schedule of 
work experience through employment, which should 
be supplemented by one hundred forty -four hours 
per year of related classroom instruction.1 
Apprenticeship dates back to earliest civilization. 
In the unorganized form it is practically as old as the 
human race. It can be traced back five hundred thousand 
years, due to artifacts made of durable materials. Fathers 
taught sons, mothers taught daughters, and specialists in 
the tribe trained youth in the arts and skills long before 
agriculture was established. 
Even apprenticeship with organized instruction can 
be traced back to ancient times. Apprentices were taught 
in the early civilizations that flourished in China in the 
valleys of the Euphrates and the Tigris, and possibly 
elsewhere. The same kind of training was used in Greece and 
Rome.2 
1Harold M. Byram and Ralph c. Wenrick, Vocational 
Education and Practical Arts in the Communit Scfiool, 
(New York: The Macmillan Company, 1956 , 318. 
2Theodore F. Struck, Vocational Education for Changing 
World, (New York: John Wiley and Sons Inc., 1945), 3. 
2 
• 
Apprenticeship even survived the blackout of learning 
during the Dark Ages. Needless to say, apprenticeship did 
decline during the Dark Ages but was on the rise again by the 
twelfth century. Medieval apprenticeship at its best was the 
most effective method of instruction ever developed . 
Apprenticeship was brought to America by craftsnen 
from the Old World. Colonial apprenticeship was definitely 
a form of state apprenticeship and set the pattern for 
~odern state supervised apprenticeship.l 
The two world wars have greatly influenced a prenticeship. 
Industry had to expand to meet the needs demanded by war. Out 
of this situation came an interest in the development of a 
carefully organized and supervised apprentice system. Labor 
organizations, employers, and educators tried to solve the 
problem . They finally came to the conclusion that the problem 
can best be solved only when all three agencjes co-operate. 
The relationship of the apprentice and the master 
mechanic during the early periods of apprenticeship was one of 
employer, master workman, father, and teacher. This re-
lationship was essentially personal in character due to the 
fact that the apprentice was taken into the mechanic's home. 
and treated as a son. 
1Arthur B. Mays, Essentials of Industrial Education, 
(New York: McGraw-Hill :Book Company, Inc., 1952), 36. 
3 
The modern relationship between employer and employee is 
an impersonal relationship. Today the apprentice lives in a 
home of his own, he may work in a factory, he must be officially 
recognized by the mechanics of his trade, and he receives in-
struction from teachers in a school. This dividing of the 
instruction of an apprentice makes necessary a very different 
training schedule. 
To know how to perform a mechanical operation and to be 
able to perform the operation skillfully are two very different 
processes. They permit industry, labor, and industrial ed-
ucation to cling to apprenticeship as the necessary means of 
training skilled workers. Therefore, it is not surprising that 
much effort to develop a new form of apprenticeship is constantly 
taking place. This new form of apprenticeship must be adaptable 
to modern production conditions.l 
III. Chief Characteristics of the Apprenticeship System in 
the 1950's 
The chief characteristics of the modern form of 
apprenticeship are its recognition of the necessity of co-
operation among the three essential agencies: namely, 
education, labor, and employer. Efforts have been made to 
4 
by-pass one of these three agencies in the training of apprentices, 
but none have been fully successful. 
5 
Each must be represented in the program of the apprentice. A 
second characteristic is the importance of intelligent supervision 
of all apprentice enterprises. 
Employers must have an endless supply of intelligent, 
trained workers to replace the loss in their ranks due to 
promotion, retirement, and death. Education, labor, and em-
ployers must take the responsibility of replenishing this annual 
loss. To meet this urgent ne ed, co-operation between the three 
agencies is required.l 
Most apprentices are minors and a democratic nation cannot 
afford to neglect their education. Due to the rapid advance of 
industry, science and engineering, young people must be 
thoroughly trained. Many of those must be trained in the 
skilled trades. These skilled craftsmen must be developed 
through apprenticeship. Modern apprenticeship requirements for 
skilled workers in industry, together with increased industrial 
activity and developments , have reinforced the apprenticeship 
program in all of the states.2 
The vocational training needs of an apprentice break 
down roughly into two categories. First, there is the specific 
instruction and practice in skills required of an employee in 
his regular activities. This training is provided by the 
2w. H. Cooper, nApprentice Training and the Schools," 
School ~, Vol. 32, No. 7 (April, 1960), 102. 
employer through a supervisor or foreman placed in charge of the 
apprentice. Training of this nature is known as on-the-job 
training . 
The second need is for related instruction . This is 
sometimes provided by large companies employing large numbers 
of apprentices who can be taught in classes. More commonly , 
this related instruction can be given in the community school 
by carefully selected instructors who are experienced in the 
trade .l 
In many states it is the responsibility of the public 
vocational schools to provide occupational and technical 
training. Supplemental training consists of class, laboratory, 
technical knowledge, and skills that are require d to round 
out the training on the job. The supplementary training 
usually covers a minimum time of one hundred forty-four hours 
during each year of apprenticeship which might vary from two to 
seven years, depending upon the occupation.2 
The carpentry trade has been doing a good job of keeping 
its apprentice training program up-to - date. Journeymen need 
greater versatility and technical knowledge than ever before. 
Because of this, more extensive practical experience and more 
emphasis on technical instruction are necessary . The carpentry 
union has met this challenge by developing and making available 
1 Eyram and Wenrick , .££..:. cit. , p. 320 . 
2cooper , .£E.!. cit ., p. 102. 
6 
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for classroom instruction a number of manuals containing up-to-
date technical info r mation . Many of the other unions are doing 
the same thing.l When an employer asks the union for more skilled 
help, the union looks up the employer's record. If he hasn't done 
his share to train young men, the union tries to make him aware 
of his responsibility in this respect.2 
The Trade and Industrial Section of the United State s 
Office of Education is also developing new material for use in 
related instruction. At a meeting in 1957, a representative of 
this office stressed the need for co-ordination related in-
struction with the training and experience of apprentices in 
practical work. The need for labor and management to assist 
and advise the school regarding the curriculum was stressed. 
Every local joint committee was encouraged to co-operate in 
every way possible with school instructors in planning the 
related instruction. Instructional material for apprentices 
should be developed with the same care as that of a college 
curriculum.3 
The increasing use of visual aids in the classroom, 
especially motion pictures, is helping apprentices understand 
in a very short time many technical points and processes 
lw. F. Patterson, nselecting the Best Qualified for 
Carpentry Apprentices, tt. Industrial Arts and Vocational 
Education, Vol. 46, No. 3, (March, 1957), 102. 
2nApprentices Wanted.it Fortune, Vol. 56, No. 2, 
(AU[gllst, 1958), 205. 
3patterson, ~ ..9l!.:., p. 102 
8 
encountered in the latest methods of construction. The carpenter's 
union has developed a number of sound reels in color, picturing 
the various kinds of work in the branches of its trade. 
A film picturing the step-by-step procedure of the 
bricklayer has been of tremendous value as a public relations 
device. It has strengthened the support of the general public 
in apprenticeship training for American youth.l 
Many apprentices need counseling in general relationships 
while on the job. A study of the problems of employed 
persons show that inability to get along with fellow workers . 
and employers is the most commonly reported cause of discharge. 
The schools can aid greatly in this problem through group 
discussions and counseling aimed at helping the beginning worker 
get along with people.2 
Among the points stressed in the officers' report to 
the American Federation of Labor convention was that there are 
not too many all-round skilled worke r s . Too many of these 
workers are being paid journeymen wages before they have been 
trained on the job and in the classroom. These men should be 
given further training to assure that they acquire the essentials 
of the skilled trade. 
lrbid. , p. 102 . 
2 Byram and Venrick , ~ cit. , p. 320. 
Additionally it was stated that a great deal more should 
be done to fit journeymen and foremen to instruct apprentices 
in the various jobs performed by a craftsman. A journeyman 
may be highly skilled as a craftsman but may lack teaching 
experience and the ability to impart his knowledge to others. 
If this is t he case a carefully planned program in teacher 
training is required. The training of journeymen as teachers 
should be developed and greatly expanded.l 
IV. Conditions in Apprenticeship From 1950 to 1958 
A. Need for Apprentices 
9 
It was estimated by The United States Bureau of Apprenticeship, 
The Immigration and Naturalization Service, and The Office of Ed-
ucation that about one-quarter million new journeymen would be 
needed annually to replace normal losses of skilled labor. Not 
more than two-fifths of these would receive any kind of formal 
training.2 
As of the end of 1954, there were fifty-four thousand 
registered apprenticeship programs in the United States as 
compared to forty-nine thousand at the end of the preceding 
year. They covered nearly one hundred-fifty-six thousand 
apprentices registered with The Federal and State Apprenticeship 
Agencies. It is estimated that forty or fifty thousand 
lpatterson, .£E.!_ cit., p. 102 
2National Manpower Council, A Policy for Skilled 
Manpower (New York: Columbia University Press, 1954), 212. 
10 
probably were not registered with these agencies. Out of the 
two hundred thousand in formalized training , approximately fifty 
thousand a year completed their formal training and entered 
the skilled trades.l 
Early in 1957 it was estimated that two hundred-fifty 
thousand apprentices were being trained under organized 
apprentice programs. About one hundred-ninety thousa~d of 
these apprentices were registered. Good economic conditions , 
along with more promotional activities by management, labor, 
and government, were responsible for the increase in the 
number of young persons entering training for the skilled 
trades. The number is still below the post-war peak . 2 
B. Registered Apprentices Per One Thousand Craftsmen 
In 1957 there were about 19.6 a prentices per one 
thousand craftsmen in the United States. The greatest number 
of apprent ces per one thousand craftsmen, sixty-two, was 
reported in the District of Columbia. North Dakota reported 
the smallest number of apprentices per one thousand craftsmen , 
seven. Six trades, carpenter, plumber-pipefitter, electriciani 
sheet metal worker, auto mechanic, and brick mason accounted 
for fifty-six percent of all registered apprentices.3 
1 
Lawrence R. Klein, ed ., 0 Trends in the Development of 
Apprenticeship Training frograms," Monthl;y Lab or Review, Vol. 78, 
No. 5, (May, 1955), 564. 
2Max F. Baer, »Trends in Apprenticeship,' The Personnel 
and Guidance Journal , Vol. 35, No. 9, (May, 1957T;-552. 
3 Ibid., 552 
c. Ratio of Journeymen to Craftsmen in the Building 
Trades 
In 1955 the ration of journeymen to one apprentice was 
6.9 for roofers, 8.2 for electricians, 9.9 for plumbers and 
pipefitters, 12.1 for brick layers, 14.0 for plasterers and 
cement masons, 21.8 for iron workers, 27.2 for carpenters, 
and 32.7 for painters, paperhangers, and glaziers. These 
figures are based on the BLS survey of fifty-two cities with 
a population of one hundred thousand or more. Only a few of 
the trades mentioned above are training apprentices fast enough 
to meet the present demand.l 
D. ApErentice Losses and Replacements 
According to the same BLS survey, for every one thousand 
journeymen employed in 1955, 16.4 were lost to industry through 
death, retirement, or disability. Only 14.4 apprentices 
completed training prograrns.2 
E. Why Skilled Trades Cannot Secure Adequately Trained 
Young Men 
Interviews by Fortune Magazine with labor and management 
men in eight cities suggested three influences limiting the 
supply of skilled workers. The first and perhaps the major 
problem is the situation of the young men themselves. Ideally, 
a young man should start a four-year training program when he 
libict., p. 552 
2rbid., p.552 
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graduates from high school. At this time he can get by very 
nicely on an apprentice's salary. This system works out 
very well. At the present time a large number of eligible 
apprentices are entering college . A college graduate is very 
seldom interested in a nblue collar" job. Many of the high 
school graduates face military service. A boy facing 
military service is not interested in entering apprentice 
training. He is interested in making money as fast as he 
can before leaving for the service. When the youth is 
discharged from the service or graduates from college, he is 
frequently married and has a family. Many men in this 
situation feel that they cannot live on an apprentice's salary. 
12 
A second limiting influence is the attitudes c£ employers. 
The union has two complaints against employers. Many employers 
regard apprentices as cheap labor and hire as many of them as 
they can without giving them any real training. They don't 
want the expense and the bother of educating them, especially 
when business is slack. 
A third influence is the unions' practice of limiting 
apprenticeships to a specific ratio of journeymen . A 
typical contract would limit the number of apprentices to one-
fifth of the number of journeymen. The unions set a rate 
because they felt an apprentice could be better trained when 
the ratio was adjusted to meet the situation. Many employers 
resented this ratio. They believed the unions were limiting 
the labor supply, thus keeping wages high. Under this system 
many candidates may be kept waiting for several years before 
they are permitted to enter training.l 
F. Reasons Apprentices Quit Training 
It hasn't been very long since cancellation of apprentice 
contracts in some of the industrial plants ran as high as 
fifty percent. Because of changes in contract provisions, 
this figure is on the decrease. In some large industries it 
has dropped to as low as five percent.2 
Trainees fail to complete their training for many 
reasons. In a study made by the Bureau of Apprenticeship's 
Research Section it was shown that twenty-three percent of 
the apprentices who drop out before completing their training 
took other jobs because they needed more money. Many 
apprentices had families and were influenced by the amount 
of money they could make immediately in another occupation. 
Unfortunately, many were only improving their financial 
condition temporarily. Most of them would have been better 
off financially, as well as from the standpoint of skill and 
versatility, if they had completed their training.3 
Employers, apprenticeship advisory committees, labor 
organizations, and educators have become increasingly concerned 
lit Apprentices Wanted, n Fortune, p. 205. 
2 Patterson, .£E.!. cit., p. 102. 
3Ibid., p. io1. 
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with improving the technique of selecting apprentices for the 
skilled trades. In many states and localities the apprentices 
were selected on a hit-or-miss basis, resulting in the fifty 
percent cancellation mentioned above. The principal reason 
for growth of improved selection was the need for reducing 
the heavy turnover among apprentices.l 
Unions and employers seem to be turning to tests as a 
means of selecting candidates and raising the general level 
of quality of apprentices. States vary in the methods of 
administering these tests but probably the best method 
employed is through the co-operation with the local high 
schools. The high schools give the tests in the senior year, 
prior to graduation. During this time the employment services 
make rapid advancements in developing such working agreements 
with the secondary schools. Many high schools began to offer 
orderly testing, counseling, and placement of high school 
seniors. In 1950, about one hundred thousand young people, 
and in 1953, nearly three hundred thousand graduates were 
served through these programs. From the results of the 
tests and counseling, eraduates could be referred directly t o 
appropri ate apprenticeship authorities. These graduates 
1 Arthur W. Mot 1 ey, "Recent Trends in t he Sele et ion of 
Apprentices," Monthl;[ Labor Review, Vol. 76, No. 10, 
(October, 1953), pp. 1068-1070 
14 
were considered along with other candidates as openings arise .1 
The patterns of the test did not vary nearly as much as 
the administration of the tests. Generally arrangements 
we re made to use the employment service tests, either specific 
aptitude tests or The General Aptitude Test Batte ry in the 
screening of candidates for apprenticeship opportunities.2 
Specific aptitude tests were developed for the selection of 
trainees for approximately twenty apprentice occupations. 
In states where The General Aptitude 'I1est Battery was used, 
it was possible, through one testing session of two hours 
and fifteen minutes, to consider the candidate for one or 
all of the twenty occupations. He was then referred to a 
particular employer, union, or joint council where his 
interests, abilities, and capacities could best be directed.3 
Through this counseling it was possible to assist the 
candidate to see himself in relation to a wide variety of 
jobs and job opportunities. The candidate then became 
assured that apprenticeship was a sound idea for him. 
Counseling enabled him to choose the occupational field in 
which his abilities could be most effectively utilized . It 
was also possible for him to enter the field in whi ch he was 
most interested and which offered the best opportunities for 
libid., p. 1068. 
2rbid., p.1069. 
3Ibid., p. 1069. 
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advancement and progress. Vocational counselors needed more 
data concerning long-term training to aid youth in making a 
decision.l 
Nationwide benefits derived from this testing and 
counseling programs for apprentices include (1) producing 
a better quality of apprentices, thus reducing turnover and 
training time; (2) protecting the labor unions and the employer 
by reducing the time required to train a better all-around 
journeyman; (3) offering the apprentice some insight into his 
abilities, thereby convincing him that apprenticeship in a 
particular trade was the best job prospect for him; and 
(4) contributing to the national economy and welfare by 
assisting in maintaining and developing of a more adequate 
skilled labor force for use in national defense and security. 
These facts were revealed by a study of the nature and 
extent of test selection and counseling procedures for 
apprenticeship in twenty-three states, made by the Bureau of 
Employment Security in mid-1953. 2 
V. Apprenticeship in the Factory Trades 
Apprenticeship in the factory trades has many advantages 
over apprenticeship in the building and repair trades. The 
stability of production processes, products, and personnel 
1 
Ibid., p. 1069. 
2rbid., p. l07o. 
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makes it possible to plan the various learning experiences. 
It is also possible to plan the related materials required in 
the program. About the only problem that effects the stability 
of the factory system is a depression or a strike. The 
cost involves three elements: (1) the wages paid to the 
apprentice and the loss in production of the journeymen who 
instruct the trainees; (2) the number of apprentices that 
fail to complete the program; and (3) the number who complete 
training and obtain employment from competitors who invested 
nothing in their training. Due to the urgent need for skilled 
labor most corporations did not object to this cost. The 
17 
general situation in the factory industries was much more 
favorable for apprentice programs than in most other industries.l 
VI. Apprenticeship in the Building Trades 
In the building trades apprenticeship was faced with 
several problems. Some of these probems were: (1) rapid 
changes in the trades; (2) the seasonal nature of the 
trades in most sections of the country; (3) the lack of stable 
working conditions; (4) the unwillingness of many contractors 
to hire apprentices; and (5) the difficulty of training boys 
on a construction job. The number of apprentices decreas ed 
i n the building trades, along with the characteristics of 
apprenticeship. The problem became so serious that it 
attracted the concern of every area in the building trades. 
1 Mays, .£l2..!. cit., p. 63 
At this tiMe three agencies, the school, the employer, and 
labor began working on a program that promised success if 
complete co-operation of all agencies concer ned was achieved.l 
VII. Apprenticeship in the Repair Trades 
The problem of maintaining an apprenticeship program 
in the repair trades was similar to that of the factory 
trades. It has the advantage of a closer personal 
relationship between employer and employee because most repair 
businesses were small. Vlorking conditions were fairly stable 
18 
so it was possible for the trainee to attend evening or 
part-time schools. In many cases apprentices entered the repair 
trades after completing trades courses in vocational indus-
trial departments of high schools . This arrangement was 
probably the most favorable. Due to the growing number of 
complicated mechanical products, the repair trades were 
demanding more highly trained apprentices. The need of a 
closer relationship between the schools and the repair 
trades was evident.2 
The success of these apprentice programs in these 
three areas appeared to rely on the co-operation of education , 
labor, and employment. 
VIII. Summary and Conclusions 
Medieval apprenticeship at its best was the most 
effective type of industrial education ever developed. The 
1 Ibid., p. 64. 
2 Mays , .2.E.!. cit., p. 74. 
master craftsman of the medieval period served as the employer , 
the teacher , and the representative of labor. Since the 
medieval period 'the three agencies have been widely separated. 
The mo dern tendency is to approximate, as nearly as possible, 
apprenticeship during the medieval period, only under 
modern production conditi ons. An effective method of uniting 
labor, the employer , and the school is the problem faced by 
modern production. 
Much advancement in the methods of solving these 
problems was made during the 1950's. Labor and i ndustry were 
making known to the schools the courses most needed by an 
apprentice . They were also working out curriculums with 
instructors to be co-ordinated with on-the-job training. The 
local joint committee began co-operating in every way possible 
with the schools in planning related materia l. 
Labor unions were developing manuals for use in the 
schools containine up-to-date technical information. Unions 
were also developing many visual aids to be used in class-
room instruction. The films depict the latest technical points 
and processes of modern construction . These films tended to 
speed up the training process by helping students understand 
technical information much faster than was previously possible. 
The trend has been that upon graduation from high school 
a boy enters apprentice training . In many cases apprentices 
enter the repair trades after completing trades courses in 
vocational educational departments of high schools. This 
19 
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seemed to be an aid in influencing young men to enter apprentice 
training . Although there has not been a great deal done in 
vocational education to aid the building and the factory trades, 
these areas deserve serious thought and consideration. 
Possibly more can be accomplished in vocational education to 
shorten apprentice training in the factory and the building 
trades. 
High schools began gradually improving their testing 
and counseling of graduates. Testing and counseling has 
accomplished a great deal towards placing high school graduates 
in apprenticeships. By these means, the boy was placed in 
the proper training situation according to his interests and 
abilities. Proper placement has greatly reduced t he per-
centage of cancellations in some of the larger industries. 
As a whole, testing by the schools tended to be more successful 
and practical than testing by labor unions or industries. 
Apprenticeship was and is one of the most important 
phases of modern industrial education. It is important that 
heads of public schools fully realize the function of the 
school in effective apprentice programs. They must lead the 
local communities of the nation in developing co-operative 
apprentice programs. Labor unions are producing films for 
use as a public relations device. The field of public relations 
has made known to the general public the needs of apprenticeship. 
The lack of an effective supervising agency delayed 
the advancement of apprenticeship in America. Progress towards 
developing a national program of apprenticeship was evident. In 
a few instances the state set up a system to supervise the 
program of apprenticeship. The modern movement is attempting 
to meet the need by creating apprentice committees. These 
committees composed of representatives from labor, industry, 
and in a few cases from education, were set up to supervise 
these training programs. Many committees were formed locally. 
Policies and practices i n any local situation were changed 
constantly while policies in larger areas remain stable. A 
local committee was thought to be better able to establish a 
program to meet the situation than a national or state 
committee. 
The need of a permanent policy in apprentice training 
became evident. It was important that the same standards 
of skill and training be maintained everywhere, at least on 
the state level. It was felt that the state should control 
and supervise all apprentice contracts and training programs. 
Since teachers and the other professional men were licensed 
by the state, the question was raised of the possibility of 
licensing skilled labor. This licensing of skilled workers 
would prohibit unskilled workers from drawing journeymen 
wages. It was thought that this situation would force an 
apprentice to complete his training to become eligible for 
a license. 
To meet the growing demands of modern production 
conditions, it was necessary that labor, the employer, and 
21 
the educator cooperate to the fullest extent. Many efforts 
had been made to by-pass one or a nother of the three in 
apprenticeship schemes, but none had been fully successful 
that omitted any one of the three. The educator in the school, 
the employer, often a great corporation, and labor, a powerful 
labor union; but each must be represente d in the training 
program of the apprentice. 
22 
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